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Introduction 
This report will carefully evaluate the approaches that School X are using to improve the assessment for learning (AFL) in the school I was sent too, to complete my first placement.  The report will provide an analysis of what the school and what the Computer Science and ICT department are doing in order to improve this specific area. This information that I will need in order to create this report will be present in the School Improvement Plan (SIP) and Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP). In addition to providing an evaluation of the school’s efforts to improve AFL, this report will also provide an analysis of the effective use of strategic in planning and why schools adopt this model into their SIPs and DIPs. 

School Context 
School X is situated in a community where socio-economic deprivation is rife and where there is little opportunity for young people thrive. School X is a secondary school containing pupils aged between eleven and eighteen, where the spoken language for the vast majority of the pupils is English, however despite this, School X provides a significant Welsh provision for its pupils. Currently, there are 1630 pupils on roll, including 363 pupils within the ever-growing sixth form. As stated, School X is found in an area where poverty is widespread and the proportion of pupils who are eligible to access Free School Meals (FSM) is 23.3%, which exceeds the national average of 17.4% in Wales (Estyn, 2016). School X is part of a cluster which includes a further three English-medium secondary schools along with one Welsh-medium secondary school; all of which are maintained by the local authority (Estyn, 2016). At the time of this inspection, it was noted that 41% of the pupils within School X lived in 20% of the most disadvantaged areas across Wales. I addition to this, 24% of the pupils were classifiable on the school’s Additional Learning Needs (ALN) register, which is very similar to the national average of 25.4% in Wales. Almost all pupils (98%) within School X are predominantly from white British backgrounds and around 39% of pupils on roll can understand and speak a significant amount of Welsh. 

These statistics have been taken from the Estyn report (Estyn, 2016) that was published in May 2016. Therefore, it is imperative that whilst we recognise and value these statistics, they may differ to what they actually are to date. Additional data that is made available by the Welsh Government to the public via My Local School emphasises this point as it shows that the number of pupils has increased to 1650 pupils and the percentage of pupils who are entitled to FSM has reduced to 20.9% (Welsh Government, 2018). School X was awarded a double “good” in their most recent Estyn inspection in March 2016. Consequently, the school was categorised in the yellow band, which recognises the school’s potential however, it also means that the school can develop in certain areas (Wightwick, 2018). The school received four recommendations. These were:
1. Improve standards at key stage 4 in English and Welsh first language.
2. Improve the quality of feedback to pupils in order to eliminate the inconsistency between and within departments.
3. Improve the consistency of self-evaluation at departmental level 
4. Improve the process of classroom observations to provide a more accurate evaluation of the quality of teaching. 

Following the recommendations imposed by the Esytn inspectors, School X developed a three-year School Improvement Plan (SIP). In addition to this, School X also develops an annual SIP, which specifically focuses on the school’s targets for each academic year. School X’s 2018-19 SIP (See Appendix 1) outlines three of their main priorities for the year. Within each priority, there are ‘sub-strands’ which School X are focussing on to ensure that they are continuing to develop “consistently excellent pedagogy, independent and interdependent learners and improved overall outcomes and wellbeing (Appendix 1).”  

The SIP priorities for School X for the 2018-19 academic year are as follows.
SIP Priority: Developing Consistently Excellent Pedagogy
a) AFL
b) Curriculum Development  
SIP Priority: Independent and interdependent learning
a) Staff Development and Wellbeing
b) Information for Learning 
SIP Priority: Improving Pupil Outcomes and Wellbeing
a) Independent and interdependent learning 
b) Improving provision and outcomes for vulnerable group 
c) Curriculum enrichment  

The work of Fidler (2002, p.90) indicates that schools can improve their school’s performance and school improvement plans through two different approaches, a “bottom up or top down”. Throughout many schools across the world, there are often clusters of teachers who believe that they are the driving factor behind the implementation of change being brought into their settings. They argue that it is in fact the teachers themselves and their willingness to support change that determines whether change is made within their schools; something that Fidler (2002, p.90) implies is a “bottom up” approach. However, it is apparent that this model can result in a “greater tendency for sections to fail to recognise the importance of central services and whole-school priorities (Fidler, 2002, p.90).” Consequently, most schools choose to embrace and embed a “top down” approach, which as it suggests, works in the opposite manner. This model sees the whole school priorities being filtered down into departments from the senior leadership team to ensure that every department is following a consistent approach to help work towards achieving the targets outlined in the SIP. School X has adopted the “top down” model in their efforts to improve whole school performance. The ideas of improving student outcomes by endeavouring to develop a structural culture and aptitude through this approach have become central to the efforts of modern-day school improvement research (Barth, 1990; MacBeath, 1999; Brighouse, 2000; Clarke, 2000; Harris, 2002; Chapman and Sammons, 2013).  This structural culture is

“… a distinct approach to educational change that enhances student outcomes as well as strengthening the school’s capacity for managing change. In this sense school improvement is about raising student achievement through focusing on the teaching and learning processes and the conditions that support it. It is about strategies for improving the school’s capacity for providing quality education in times of change, rather than blindly accepting the edicts of centralised policies and striving to implement these directives uncritically (Hopkins, Ainscow and West, 1994, p.3).” 

School X have established three main priorities that they have developed their SIP around (see Appendix 1) following the recommendations they received from their most recent Estyn inspection (Estyn, 2016 – see Appendix 3). This is to ensure that School X in it’s entirety as a learning organisation is moving forward and improving in all areas. A school’s SIP addresses areas that are in need of improvement and provides a framework for staff to work from in order to effectively achieve their set targets. The plan compresses the relevant information that is required for staff to see in order to see how the school feel they are going tackle the areas that are in need of improvement. This is developed over a set timescale and it provides an indication for staff to identify the members of staff that are working together in order to improve each area. 

The Computer Science and ICT department of School X aim to “create a high quality, exciting and engaging curriculum that produces ambitious learners who have the self-confidence and spirit to work independently and achieve exceptional results.” Furthermore, the department are working towards developing schemes of work and learning experiences for the pupils that will subsequently produce more “independent and interdependent learners” and they are continuously working closely with one another to ensure they are having regular opportunities “to improve consistently excellent teaching and learning within and across AoLE (see Appendix 2). It is apparent that the Computer Science and ICT department have embedded the main priorities of the SIP throughout their Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP). The department’s improvement plan has been developed by using the same model as the SIP where each main focus/target has been supported with a number of smaller ‘sub strands/sections’. These sub sections enable the department to record what work they have completed or are planning to complete in order to achieve the targets that help the school work towards achieving their main priorities as outlined in the SIP. 

A further recommendation that School X received in their Estyn inspection (Estyn 2016) was to “improve the consistency of self-evaluation at departmental level”. Estyn’s annual report for the 2012-13 academic year stated that nearly a third of schools throughout Wales needed significant progress made in their plans to improve school performance (Welsh Government, 2014). Consequently, in 2014, Welsh Government published the School Development Plans paper. This provided a substantial amount of support for schools to assist them in the writing of their SIPs. This guidance would ensure that all schools were working towards raising standards across all areas of the school. Welsh Government (2014, p.5) suggest that a school’s SIP must be created with the school’s long term vision at the centre and must follow a pattern of “self-evaluation, followed by strategic planning, the implementation of those actions, and a review of it’s effectiveness.” As a result of schools frequently scrutinising and evaluating their approaches to working towards achieving their targets within their SIPs, the Welsh Government (2014, p.5) deems that the SIP ought to be seen as a “live document.”







Strategic Planning
Strategic planning is commonly referred to as a crucial principle where an organisation recognises its long-term objectives and possessions available to achieve materialisation, compared to dealing with the short-term complications once they have become visible (Arend, Zhoa, Song, & Im , 2017; Cervone, 2014). This process has been a very successful throughout the business world for a number of years (Tracy, 2012) and in more recent years; this procedure has begun to appear in an abundance of literature related to school improvement planning. Chang (2006, p.5) implies that strategic planning is a continuum of repeated steps, “which include the critical analysis of a system, policy formulation and appraisal, action planning, management and monitoring, review and evaluation.” Hopkins et al., (in Fidler, 1996, p.3) recognised the shift towards this procedure in schools and suggested that school development should be “a distinct approach to educational change that enhances student outcomes as well as strengthening the school’s capacity for managing change.” 

Strategic Planning helps support schools transition from being “reactive” in resolving day-to-day complications and move towards being more “proactive” where they eradicate prospective complications before they have the chance to occur (Ong, 2016; Billingham, 2012; Tracy, 2012; Collins, 2012). It is also used in schools to ensure that achievement is being made and helps schools plan for the future (Sundes, 2014). Tracy (2012) indicates that schools as learning organisations should implement this planning procedure because it represents a “straightforward approach” that regularly stays the same for the entire estimated planning timescale. It’s a procedure that “can respond to the ever-changing environment in education (Tracy, 2012, p.18).” Tracy (2012) and Collins (2012) believe that it is vital for schools to implement a strategic planning procedure because it enables all parties associated within the school to work collaboratively in order to achieve the same end product; that being to improve the whole school performance.  

However, Ong (2016) suggests that quite often, many staff are unable to see the end product and lack clarity on the concepts being filtered down to them by the senior leadership team through the SIP. Therefore, they have a negative view on this model as they feel that it doesn’t benefit the pupils and doesn’t improve the schools’ performance, instead they see it as an extra burden to their workload. Strategic Planning offers a platform for all bodies involved within the school to openly communicate with each other and evaluate each other’s input towards achieving the end goals. Judah and Paul (2014, p.10) suggest that strategic planning “maximises the involvement of all stakeholders”… so that “everyone has ownership in the process.” Furthermore, Welsh Government (2014, p.10) states that it is crucial in “ensuring that everyone is committed to the whole school agenda”. Creating a well-executed development model effectively unities the staff within the school, which enables them to see how their input is adding to the holistic development of the school. In addition, “a well implemented and communicated plan holds all staff accountable for their actions and encourages collaboration (Ong, 2016, p.1).” Ultimately, this model ensures that the pupils’ educational achievements are central to any strategies that are being introduced to implement change. 

Strategic Planning encompasses the “top down” approach as previously discussed in this report. This model is lead by the Head Teacher and the Senior Leadership Team (SLT). These members of staff collectively develop the “skeleton” of the whole school improvement plan. Once this has been created, it is then shared with the next branch in the hierarchy of staff within the school; the Middle Leaders (Heads of Faculty). Following this, the plan is then sifted down into each department within the school. At this point, all stakeholders who will be required to support the plans to improve school performance would have accessed the “skeleton” model that had been developed by the Head teacher and the SLT. From here, each department is then asked to develop a unique departmental improvement plan that supports the schools mission to improve school performance. Each department are responsible for implementing their own initiatives/strategies that they feel will help address the areas for development that are outlined in the SIP. The DIPs provide staff with the opportunity to share good practice with one another in an effort to develop the areas for improvement as outlined in the SIP (Germain, 2013). 

Strategies for school development ought to be assembled on the idea that genuine improvement cannot come from anywhere other than the school as the context of each pupil will be subject to the school (Fidler, 1996). Strategic planning helps schools identify goals for the future and provides guidance that encourages stakeholders to work collaboratively and support one another to achieve the set goals (Tracy, 2012). The effective delivery of this model varies from school to school. Some implement a “three year cycle (Tracy, 2012, p.34)” and a wealth of academic work backs this strategy (Tracy, 2012: Fidler, 1996; Collins, 2012). However, Tracy (2012) proposes that successfully upholding a three-year plan is unlikely to occur. School X has implemented this three-year approach into their whole school planning, however coupled with this; they have also developed annual SIPs to ensure that the school are doing everything they possibly can in each academic year to improve the specific areas that are outlined in their strategic planning agenda; something that Davies and Ellison (2006) recommend. Their work advises schools to develop annual SIPs as they believe that the three-year plans are unachievable as education constantly changes, therefore implying that they are more lifelike and appropriate for schools.

The ideas offered by Donaldson (2015) provide schools with further guidance on how they can effectively implement change in order to improve the overall school performance. They equip teachers with new knowledge and a new skillsets to help them understand the need to adapt their teaching styles to support their pupils who are accessing the new curriculum. Whilst this collective method of planning for school development brings many benefits, it is key to note that there are still likely to be drawbacks as some members of staff find it difficult to support and add to it. Davies and Elliston (1992) and Bradford (1998) share the view that cooperative working could theoretically lead to differences amongst practitioners. Delprino (2013) adds that it can often result in teachers being unwilling to change as they disagree with proposed methods about how schools are planning to implement change. Also, Arend et al (2017) suggest that the rigour of this planning model can often lead to a loss of creativity and originality, which may not be helpful for schools. The new curriculum in Wales requires teachers to deliver learning experiences that will produce “well-rounded citizens ready to fulfil their futures (Welsh Government, 2017).” Therefore it is of vital to embed creativity and originality into the heart of their planning.


Critical Evaluation: AFL
This report will provide an analysis of how School X is effectively using assessment for learning (AFL). However, before this analysis, it is very important to discuss the term AFL and it’s place in schools. AFL significantly emerged in the education sector during the later part of the 1990s when there was a huge concern associated with the pupils being over-assessed (Cambridge International, 2017). AFL is a fundamental aspect of good teaching practice as both teachers and students need feedback to assess progress levels and to identify the necessary steps of how the pupils can progress further. The key messages outlined by Donaldson (2015) suggests that the pupils ought to be able to recognise what they have learnt and compare this to what they should have learnt to date. Then, from this pupils should begin to take ownership of their learning and create their own personalised targets to help them further develop in each subject area. 
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Cambridge International (2017, p.1) perceives AFL to be a part of a three-part cycle (please see diagram to the left). Effective AFL enables teachers to identify where the pupils currently are in terms of their levels and current progress that is being made. From this, teachers are then able to provide feedback which can be provided both formally and informally, which then equips they students with the knowledge of where they need to go next, and this enables them to develop their own personalised targets which they feel will help them progress to the level they need to be at. Feedback can fluctuate from being formal (i.e. with more structured guidance that scaffolds the learner’s work) to more informal feedback that can be given through oral comments and praise being given throughout the lesson (Cambridge International, 2017). 

AFL is often closely linked with formative assessment. This phrase emerged in the education sector in the earlier 1960s as a result of the work that was published by Michael Scriven. He indicated that assessment formed part of a continuous process that occurred throughout the entire lesson, which contradicted what Broadfoot et al. (1999) believed. They suggested that schools should encourage summative assessments to be conducted as these provide teachers with the information they need to generate grades and reports. However, formative assessment allows students to recognise what they are learning and how much they have learnt to date. In addition, it enables them to see how and where they are progressing and allows them to identify what they need to do, or what they can do to help them decipher what they are going to learn next. Swaffiled (2011) believes that AFL is developed on two strands, the first being AFL in the teaching and learning and the second being formative assessment that directs future learning. The purpose of formative assessment is to watch students learn from one another with the idea that it will improve the learning experiences they are being exposed to (Smith & Conti, 2016).

Summative assessment is the process whereby teachers are able to make an assessment of what a pupil or pupils have learned. This method of assessment carries many benefits as it provides teachers with the opportunity to “sum up the learning” at the end of the course, term or year (Cambridge International, 2017). This form of assessment can make schools become competitive amongst each other as these assessments can carry high stakes and sometimes relates to judgements being made on the overall school performance (i.e. on results days when they compare how the school has done in terms of achieving specific grades in comparison to the sister schools etc.). It can be used formatively as teachers could use the data they gather to inform future planning and it can be used to help them develop more engaging lessons that will increase attainment levels which in turn, will improve the performance levels. In contrast, formative assessment helps AFL make learning become evident. It provides a platform for learners to develop an understanding of the direction of their learning and the content that they are being exposed to. The entire assessment process is only worthwhile if it is supported by feedback in either of the formats that I have previously mentioned. The quality of this plays a fundamental part in enhancing the teaching and learning experiences. 

AFL has been identified as an area that is in need of improving at School X. AFL has been highlighted as an area that needs addressing in the school’s “developing consistently excellent pedagogy” priority. This form of assessment has been identified at both a whole school and departmental level (see Appendix 1 and 2). Throughout both plans, there are numerous strategies that have been collated for all staff to use to help improve this aspect of the school’s performance. As a school in its entirety, both staff and pupils are encouraged to become more actively involved in enhancing the assessment opportunities and providing feedback in as many forms as possible whether it be through more formal methods or informal methods. Within the AFL priority, there are several sub-sections that can help staff identify what they can do to contribute to the development of this area. Within the next section of this report, I will be focusing on the importance of feedback in the AFL process and how this can be very beneficial for schools if they use it effectively. I have chosen to specially focus on this area, as it was one of the original recommendations that Estyn suggested the school needed to work on. Estyn stated that School X should improve the quality of feedback for its pupils in order to eliminate the inconsistency between and within departments (Estyn, 2016). 

Feedback in the classroom as previously mentioned can be given in many formats. It is frequently used to encourage and prompt pupils to continue working hard. This feedback allows the learners to recognise where they are at and how well they are performing and it gives them an insight into what they need to do next to further develop the work they have produced (Black et al., 2003). Feedback is a vital part of AFL as it acts as a “powerful engine for improving learning (Heritage, 2010, p.79).” This has the potential to significantly improve the whole school and departmental performance as the pupils learning experiences are being supported to ensure that all pupils are producing work that is frequently of a high standard. Hattie’s (2012) work supports this as it suggests that positive and constructive feedback consequently sees more pupils become more willing to engage in their lessons and put more effort in their work. 

School X have incorporated numerous methods of feedback within their SIP and DIP, however, the remainder of this report will address how the school in its entirety and the Computer Science and ICT department use written feedback and numerous methods of peer and self assessment. Implementing a written approach for providing AFL on pupils’ work can be very useful for students. However, the clarity of the comments provided truly assesses the quality of the feedback provided (Black et al, 2003). This is very important to consider and “get right” as the comments provided on the pupils work as feedback is what the pupils have to decipher to gauge an understanding of how they are performing. If the content of the comments being given isn’t accessible to the pupil then there is very little or no value as the pupil cannot identify what he/she may have done right or wrong or even what piece of their work the teacher’s feedback is referring to. Additionally, using peer assessment can also be very advantageous for schools. This method allows pupils to lead their own learning and set their own personalised targets based on what their peers have suggested was good about their work and what would make it even better. This form of assessment reduces the teachers’ workload and enables the feedback to be given and received in a context and with language used that makes it clearer to understand. Broadfoot et al., (1999) believe that this form of assessment encourages pupils to become more independent and less reliant on teacher feedback. This is something that School X is really passionate about and collectively, they are working towards making this the central focus around their whole AFL programme. The school’s mission is to provide learning opportunities that produce more independent and interdependent learners and this has been developed in response to the new Donaldson (2015) curriculum whereby the new curriculum has been developed to produce ambitious and capable learners who are ready to learn independently and collaboratively throughout their lives. Furthermore, the new curriculum will encourage schools to implement a consistent AFL approach that can be manipulated to meet the demands of the learners. 



Evidence 
One of School X’s aims towards improving AFL is to introduce whole school formative feedback and establish working parties that regularly track the work that is being done, to ensure that pupils are having high quality feedback (See Appendix 1). This is to ensure that the schools are closely monitoring everything they are doing to develop this particular area. Likewise, the Computer Science and ICT department are mirroring these strategies and have embedded them throughout the DIP. In order to achieve this, in September 2018, School X reconvened the working party to enable a group of staff to contribute their ideas on how they feel the school can address this particular priority. Within this group, staff have collectively scrutinised a significant amount of academic research pertinent to strategies that could potentially be the answer for improving AFL in the school. Once the working parties have established a core set of ideas/strategies that they feel could easily be implemented into the school, the SLT conducts a number of lessons observations and work/book scrutiny sessions to assess how well these new strategies are being implemented and assess whether they are making a difference. In support of this, the Computer Science and ICT department have two allocated two members of staff to join this group to ensure that they are regularly accessing and sharing good practice with staff across the school. The department decided to send two members off staff to ensure that they can add and take away as much information from these meetings as possible. 

Another strategy that School X have embedded into their SIP in an attempt to improve assessment for learning is four-quartile marking. Collectively the body of staff are very supportive of this method as it reduces their workload. This approach ensures that every pupil will receive a thoroughly marked piece of work once a quarter. Research conducted by Dylan William in 2017 found that this marking model was very beneficial for schools. As previously mentioned it is advantageous for staff as it reduces the amount of time they spend marking work. Therefore, adopting this model will enable staff to spend more time planning more engaging lessons that will increase pupil attainment which is likely to improve students’ academic performance. The research conducted Dylan William found that the quality of marking far outweighed the quality of the marking (William, 2017) and the model proposed in his work. In line with this strategy being pushed by the SLT through the SIP, the Computer Science and ICT department are in the process of reviewing their current marking policies and assessing the quality of the feedback they have been proving the pupils. Whilst on placement, I was fortunate to attend numerous departmental meetings and within these, we regularly discussed how this new strategy could be introduced into the department. Collectively, the department have decided that in order for this to work, tracking sheets need to be created to allow all staff within the department to log when they have or are planning to complete one quartile of the marking. This is to ensure that as a department, they are regularly discussing their approaches and are evaluating the value of the feedback that is being given. 

Another strategy that School X have implemented in their attempt to improve the schools performance in assessing their pupils learning is through increasing peer assessment. In line with the four-quartile marking, peer assessment is a strategy that can easily be embedded into everyday teaching. This is very beneficial for both the students and the teachers. It is very beneficial for the teachers as they are able to oversee how the students are marking each other’s work and how they are providing feedback to one another. Likewise, it is also very beneficial for students. Cross,(2019) suggests that peer assessment is a very beneficial tool for pupils as it allows them to easily recognise any grammatical or language errors they have on their work. Furthermore, this approach encourages learners to take ownership of their own learning whilst also support their peers. The Computer Science and ICT department at School X have trialed numerous strategies across the whole department in their attempts to increase pupil involvement in assessing their own and their peers work. One strategy they use quite frequently is What Went Well and Even Better If. This form of peer assessment only allows peers to provide positive feedback on work. This is purposefully developed in this way to ensure that pupils are supporting one another throughout all aspects of their learning. As a result of only providing “positive” feedback on work, pupils attitudes towards learning and their efforts to try their best are increased. 


Recommendations 
Through analysing the approaches that School X have embedded into their SIP and DIP in their attempt to improve the feedback there are providing through AFL, I ought to note that to date they seem to be working as efficiently and as effectively as they were intended to do so. School X has implemented numerous strategies within the school improvement plan and likewise within the Computer Science and ICT department. All of the strategies that have been implemented are working towards how the feedback given to the pupils when teachers are assessing pupils learning, can improve pupils overall progress. The implementation of peer assessment on a regular basis has proven to be very effective and has result in a shift in pupils’ attitude towards their learning, as they are more willing to take ownership and responsibility for their learning. However, for me this is the only recommendation that I could think of that could potentially help the department tackle this problem. My recommendation to the Computer Science and ICT department at School X would be to develop tracking sheets similar to those that they have created for the quartile marking to ensure they log how frequently the pupils are completing peer assessment activities. Despite many of which commonly being informal, through oral commenting, it would be wise to keep a regular log of this to show the working parties and SLT how the department are working towards improving this aspect of AFL. I am recommending this as whilst I was on placement, I found that the pupils’ attainment and progress levels who were in the classes that were exposed to greater amounts of peer assessment, developed at a faster rate than those who were heavily reliant on feedback from their teachers. School X could consider this recommendation and discuss it within a working party meeting. This recommendation would make-work easier for the department as they would have an up to date log, which is easily accessible and can be shown to anyone who wants to see what actions the compute science and ICT department have taken to work towards improving this aspect of AFL. 
 
Conclusion 
To conclude, it is very apparent that School X are working tirelessly in order to improve the AFL throughout their school with the intent to improve the schools overall performance. Both as a department and as a whole school, it is clear to see that School X has made significant headway in working towards achieving the main targets as outlined in both the SIP and DIP. It is undeniable that AFL plays a crucial role in schools and the efforts that the team of staff at School X are putting in in order to achieve their targets are fantastic. I believe that if the school continues to work as they are doing so in order to achieve their annual targets, I have no doubt that they will be successful in improving all of them across the school. I credit the team of staff at School X for their commitment and efforts in ensuring that they continue to work on enhancing the learning opportunities that they are providing for their pupils as it enables them to strive for and achieve excellence.
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